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In response to protests from ecologists and residents of the district of Tonosi in Los Santos province,
Trade and Industry Minister Raul Arango ordered the Cerro Quema gold mine shut down in
July, but permitted it to reopen just four weeks later. Protesters, led by the umbrella organization
Frente Santeno Contra la Mineria, alleged that the Cerro Quema mine company a subsidiary of the
Canadian consortium Campbell Resources created an environmental and public-health menace.
Local farmers say the mine and others like it threaten US$200 million in farm investments. They
fear rivers silting up and soil erosion as a consequence of constructing mine access roads, burning
unwanted vegetation with petroleum-based substances, and cutting down trees.
A government investigation confirmed that the mining company had violated its contract by using
improper sediment traps that had allowed seepage of contaminants into the local water supply.
According to Mir Rodriguez, director of the Environmental Defense Committee, the use of cyanide
results in acids leaching into rivers and soils. He noted that tailings from ancient Roman mines in
Europe are still releasing acids after 2,000 years.

Mine reopened to protect investment and jobs
Arango said that after the closings, he consulted with local residents and found that they favored
the mine, and he cited a letter from workers and residents in Tonosi to President Ernesto Perez
Balladares asking that the mine be reopened. Arango also consulted the Chamber of Commerce,
which had raised concerns that the protests and closures projected a bad image of Panama to
international investors.
The closings placed farmers and mine workers on opposite sides of the issue and the government
has exploited this division. The government managed to align workers behind its decision to
permit the mine to resume operations on Aug 15. Downplaying the Frente's concerns that the mine
posed long-term dangers, the ministry framed the question of reopening the mine in terms of local
sentiment and the right to work.
Arango explained that the government had a responsibility to protect the US$32 million invested
in the mine and the rights of 100 workers from the "humble" sectors of the population. According
to Arango, the mining company promised to correct all irregularities found during the June
investigation and will make repairs to the sediment traps and containment basins that had been
leaking contaminants. He promised that there would be no mishaps.
Arango called the protest leaders "intransigent" and warned that further action, such as attempts
to block highways, will be dealt with by the police. "We are not going to permit confrontations and
we have due protection from the National Police to protect the right to work, said Arango." (Sources:
Inter Press Service, 07/27/97; El Panama America, 07/20/97, 08/08/97, 08/15/97)
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 55078
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

